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McGill University, May 17-18, 2002
by Elizabeth Skinner
Panel group
On 17-18 May 2002, a group of prominent Canadian and American scholars gathered in Montreal to discuss the realist theory of balance of power and its application to today's world
politics. Fourteen authors presented papers that will be refined and edited for a volume to be published in 2003. The conference was part of the ongoing Balance of Power Revisited
research project.
T.V. Paul and Edward Rhodes
(L) T.V. Paul (McGill University) and Edward Rhodes (Rutgers University)
Early in the conference, it became apparent that one of the chief obstacles to refining the theory of how states balance against ascendant great powers is the definition of terms. While
the group had no difficulty identifying the United States as a great power, and even a possible global hegemon, there was considerable difference of opinion as to whether Great Britain,
France, Japan, or Russia still deserve to be in the great power club. Alone, none of these states comes close to wielding the kind of power the United States has, and aside from Japan
their claims to great power status seem to rest largely on their arsenals of nuclear weapons. But with the increased integration of the European Union we may be witnessing a new type
of coalition building in which states join forces to increase their relative and actual economic power by creating an entirely new political entity. This observation gave rise in turn to
disagreements over the project leaders' use of the terms "hard balancing" and "soft balancing" to distinguish between realist military power calculations and economic and other kinds of
power relations. Theoretical purist Robert Art of Brandeis University argued that these terms muddied the original definition of power balancing as behavior arising when a state believes
its very existence is threatened by a rising hegemon. T.V. Paul (McGill University) explained that in his view, we are witnessing new kinds of power relations based less on outright
conquest of territory and more on economic and political preponderance. The United States is exercising its overwhelming global power by fostering liberal market and democratic
institutions favorable to its regime. While military force may figure in the process of bringing other states to a favorable point of view, the United States is not out for physical conquest
and acquisition of territory.
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Jack Levy and Bob Art
(L) Jack Levy (Rutgers University) and Bob Art (Brandeis University)
Another debate arose over the use of the term "bandwagoning." Bandwagoning originally referred to efforts by a weak state to ally itself with a threatening stronger state to prevent
attack. The 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact was mentioned as an example of this behavior. In several of the conference papers, however, the definition of bandwagoning has been
broadened to include alliances that bring states both the military and economic benefits of inclusion in a hegemonic regime. The New Independent States of Eastern Europe and Central
Asia can be said to bandwagon with the United States by adopting liberal democratic and market institutions that benefit them materially and in turn make them acceptable military allies
to members of the regime (e.g., NATO expansion). In short, they go along to get along but in so doing, they actually increase their voice in influencing U.S. policy.
Robert Ross (Boston College) described China as a legitimate second regional "pole" to the United States in a bipolar East Asian balance of power. China filled the vacuum of power left
by the Soviet Union after the Cold War. Ross listed several indicators which he believes demonstrate traditional hard balancing behavior by China: 1) the Chinese defense budget
doubled between 1995 and 2000 and will likely double again by 2004; 2) China is modernizing its military capabilities for all levels of war fighting; 3) in an example of "emulation," China
is trying to develop its strategic capabilities by copying the economic sources of U.S. power, including the U.S. economic system and the societal bases of its high-technology economy;
4) China has been mobilizing international resources to balance U.S. power, through cooperation with Russia and participation in the international trade and financial systems.
Ross postulated the ultimate emergence of a multi-polar global balance, with China and Russia balancing U.S. global power in their respective regions. Currently, China is a continental
power without a rival on the East Asian mainland, while the overwhelming preponderance of U.S. naval power makes the world's oceans an "American lake." China will not be able to
establish a global balance against the United States. Rather, once Russia restores a low-tech ground force capability in Europe, Ross suggested, the combination of Chinese and
Russian challenges to U.S. power in the world's most critical regions will contain U.S. supremacy in a multi-polar system. Several discussants questioned whether under conditions of
global trade these spheres are really so distinct, and whether either the United States or China actually would be willing to accede such important spheres to the other to enable a stable
East Asian balance. The success of such an arrangement also would depend on Russian prioritizing balancing U.S. power over Chinese power, but Sino-Russian cooperation could
deteriorate if China should seek primacy rather than balance in Central Asia and the Russian Far East.
Bob Ross and Brian Job
(L) Bob Ross (Boston College) and Brian Job (University of British Columbia)
 
Harold Trinkunas (Naval Postgraduate School) and Michael Barletta (Monterey Institute of International Studies) used the example of South America to demonstrate that what appears
to be power balancing between states in a region may actually be something quite different. The struggles for security that rock South America are not directed toward improving relative
power, the authors pointed out, but toward preserving or changing regime type within a state. Democrats and autocrats are inherent enemies whose factional alliances transcend borders
in the region and even reach for support outside the region (i.e., to sympathizers in the United States or in INGOs). Jack Levy (Rutgers University) suggested that the case of South
America, an apparently anarchic system without a clear hegemon and without cross-border military intervention, actually contradicts balance of power theory. Brian Job (University of
British Columbia) noted that in fact, regime change rather than border change is the dominant cause of conflict across the post-Cold War world. Jim Wirtz (Naval Postgraduate School)
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countered that Americans may be comfortable with that idea because they tend to see themselves as the good guys, but that weak states do indeed fear for their survival.
Mark Brawley and Michel Fortmann
(L) Mark Brawley (McGill University) and Michel Fortmann (Université de Montréal)
The final session of the conference was devoted to a discussion of how the book that will emerge from this project should be shaped. Several participants noted that the authors and
editors will have to deal with balancing both as a strategy and an outcome of state relations. States act to preserve or enhance their status through strategic policy making, and react to
the strategies of other states. While the book is not intended to be a theoretical treatise, explication of alternative definitions and types of power balancing will be among its important
contributions to the study of strategic relations.
